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Taking Away Workers’ Union Rights Is the 
Wrong Choice for Maryland’s Economy 
Position Statement Opposing House Bill 163  

Given before the House Economic Matters Committee 

Maryland families need policies that will support our economy’s continued strength and ensure that its growth 
benefits all of us, not just those at the very top. Despite a decade of economic growth since the Great Recession, a 
typical Maryland worker still took home less for each hour worked in 2018 than 10 years earlier, adjusted for 
inflation.i We ought to work to ensure that, as the economy grows, all families see their incomes grow along with 
it. House Bill 163 would do the opposite by chipping away at working people’s freedom to negotiate for a fair 
return on their work. For these reasons, the Maryland Center on Economic Policy opposes House Bill 163. 

All covered workers in a union workplace are guaranteed equal representation, whether or not they choose to 
become union members. Workers have the strongest power in numbers when they agree to all share the cost of 
protecting these shared benefits. House Bill 163 would take away workers’ freedom to make such an agreement 
and would impose rigid limitations on the terms employers and unions are permitted to negotiate. The result 
would be a weaker voice for working people, lower wages, and less real freedom for Marylanders to care for their 
families and build fulfilling lives. Ultimately, House Bill 163 would harm union members and nonmembers alike. 

Workers today are just as interested in joining together in unions as they were 
40 years ago,iii even as union jobs have dwindled. Meanwhile, a small number 
of the wealthiest individuals reaped the bulk of economic growth, leaving less 
for everyone else. It is no coincidence that these trends occurred side-by-side:  

§ Lax enforcement of legal protections too often allows employers to use 
unlawful tactics to suppress organizing efforts without repercussion.iv 

§ Powerful special interests wage persistent lobbying campaigns to 
weaken workers' rights through measures like House Bill 163. 

§ The same special interests and corporate lobbyists have funded a 
barrage of litigation with the same goal, most recently winning a 
prohibition on fair-share agreements for all public employees.v 

Strong evidence shows that the economy creates better jobs across the board 
when working people have the power in numbers that widespread union 
membership brings.vi All workers come to expect better wages, benefits, and 
working conditions, and employers must adjust in order to attract and retain 
employees. On the other hand, an economy where union jobs are scarce leaves 

 What 35 Years Can Change 
for Working Marylandersii 

From 1983 to 2018, the number 
of union jobs in Maryland … 

 … fell by 88,000 

Typical Maryland workers' pay per 
dollar of economic output … 

 … fell by 27% 

The average income of 
Maryland's wealthiest 1% … 

 … grew by 136% 
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workers on their own at the negotiating table and gives employers little reason to offer decent jobs. As many union 
jobs have disappeared in recent decades, the resulting shift in power has steered the fruits of economic growth 
away from the majority of Marylanders. House Bill 163 would exacerbate this problem by making it harder for 
working people to exercise the same freedom corporate CEOs enjoy to negotiate for a fair return on their work. 

The fallout from passing House Bill 163 would be substantial. Typical union workers in Maryland had annual 
earnings up to $8,600 higher than nonunion workers between 2015 and 2019, a 16 percent difference.vii Eroding 
these gains would hurt workers of all backgrounds—and would especially harm women and workers of color: 

§ Black workers in Maryland are among those most likely to be in a union. Between 2015 and 2019, 16 
percent of Black workers in Maryland were unionized, compared to 12 percent of white workers. 

§ Maryland workers of color who have a union job typically earn 30 percent more than their nonunion 
counterparts. Specifically among Black workers, those in union jobs typically earn 34 percent more. 

§ Overall, women in union jobs in Maryland typically earn 26 percent more than their nonunion 
counterparts, while women of color may earn as much as 38 percent more. 

Meanwhile, the purported benefits of so-called right-to-work laws are not supported by evidence. These laws are 
not an important determinant of where new companies grow or where existing ones locate. Business executives 
are more concerned with access to a highly skilled labor force than they are with the laws governing labor 
relations, which also fall below modern transportation, quality of life, and energy costs among managers’ 
priorities.viii By reducing wages and taking away workers’ freedom to negotiate for a fair return on their work, 
House Bill 163 could actually make Maryland less attractive to skilled workers, damaging our economy. 

States that have passed similar legislation have not seen any benefits from doing so. For example, a 2015 study 
that used state-of-the-art data analysis methods found that Oklahoma's right-to-work law had no significant effect 
on the number of jobs available.ix Meanwhile, workers in right-to-work states earn less than those in other states, 
with the most recent data showing damage of more than $1,500 to a full-time worker's annual pay.x 

While Maryland’s economy continues to grow at a modest but steady clip, more effective policies are needed to 
ensure that our state’s prosperity is broadly shared. If House Bill 163 passes, more working people in Maryland 
will be on their own when they sit across from employers at the negotiating table, which will mean worse wages 
and lower-quality jobs. We should guarantee workers meaningful protections, not the right to work for less. 

For these reasons, the Maryland Center on Economic Policy respectfully requests the House 
Economic Matters Committee to make an unfavorable report on House Bill 163. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

Equity Impact Analysis: House Bill 163 

Bill summary 

House Bill 163 would bar private-sector employers and labor unions from agreeing to require all bargaining unit 
employees to contribute to the cost of collective bargaining, a policy supporters refer to as "right to work." 

Background 

So-called "right-to-work" measures like House Bill 163 are among the few exceptions to the general prohibition on 
state regulation of private-sector collective bargaining. Federal law already prohibits any collective bargaining 
agreement that requires employees to become union members or to contribute to costs not directly associated with 



	
	

1800 North Charles Street, Suite 406 Baltimore MD 21201  |  mdcep@mdeconomy.org  |  410-412-9105 

collective bargaining. House Bill 163 would go further by also prohibiting contracts that require employees to 
contribute to the direct costs of collective bargaining, such as legal representation in a dispute with management. 
Because unions are legally required to offer the same benefits to all covered workers, whether they are union 
members or not, House Bill 163 would enable an employee to continue to access these benefits while refusing to 
share in the associated costs. Over time, this incentive structure will naturally weaken workers' ability to negotiate 
fair wages and working conditions.  

Equity Implications 

Weakening workers' freedom to join together in a labor union poses significant equity concerns: 
§ In Maryland and nationwide, Black workers are among those most likely to be in a union. About 16 

percent of Black workers in Maryland are have union jobs, compared to 12 percent of white workers. 
§ While typical union jobs in Maryland pay 16 percent more than nonunion jobs overall, women and 

workers of color in union jobs can often see an even larger boost. 
§ Maryland workers of color in union jobs typically earn 30 percent more than their nonunion counterparts, 

and Black workers typically earn 34 percent more. Women in union jobs typically earn 26 percent more 
than their nonunion counterparts, and the difference can be as large as 38 percent for women of color. 

Impact 

House Bill 163 would likely worsen racial, gender, and economic equity in Maryland. 
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